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“Raand has built a complex world inhabited by
werewolves, vampires, and other paranormal beings…Raand has given
her readers a complex plot filled with wonderful characters as well
as insight into the hierarchy of Sylvan’s pack and vampire clans.
There are many plot twists and turns, as well as erotic sex scenes
in this riveting novel that keep the pages flying until its
satisfying conclusion.”—Just About
Write

“Once again, I am amazed at the storytelling ability
of L.L. Raand aka Radclyffe. In Blood Hunt, she mixes
high levels of sheer eroticism that will leave you squirming in
your seat with an impeccable multi- character storyline all
streaming together to form one great read.”—Queer Magazine Online

“The Midnight Hunt has a
gripping story to tell, and while there are also some truly erotic
sex scenes, the story always takes precedence. This is a great read
which is not easily put down nor easily forgotten.”—Just
About Write

“Are you sick of the same old hetero vampire/werewolf
story plastered in every bookstore and at every movie theater?
Well, I’ve got the cure to your werewolf fever. The
Midnight Hunt is first in, what I hope is, a
long-running series of fantasy erotica for L.L.Raand (aka Radclyffe).”—Queer Magazine Online

“Any reader familiar with Radclyffe’s writing will
recognize the author’s style within The Midnight
Hunt, yet at the same time it is most definitely a new
direction. The author delivers an excellent story here, one that is
engrossing from the very beginning. Raand has pieced together an
intricate world, and provided just enough details for the reader to
become enmeshed in the new world. The action moves quickly
throughout the book and it’s hard to put down.”—Three Dollar Bill Reviews


Acclaim for Radclyffe’s Fiction

In 2012 RWA/
FTHRW Lories and
RWA HODRW Aspen
Gold award winner Firestorm
“Radclyffe brings another hot lesbian romance for her
readers.”—The Lesbrary

Foreword Review
Book of the Year finalist
and IPPY silver medalist Trauma Alert “is hard
to put down and it will sizzle in the reader’s hands. The
characters are hot, the sex scenes explicit and explosive, and the
book is moved along by an interesting plot with well drawn
secondary characters. The real star of this show is the attraction
between the two characters, both of whom resist and then fall head
over heels.”—Lambda Literary Reviews

Lambda Literary
Finalist Best Lesbian Romance 2010
features “stories [that] are diverse in tone, style, and subject,
making for more variety than in many, similar anthologies… well
written, each containing a satisfying, surprising twist. Best
Lesbian Romance series editor Radclyffe has assembled a respectable
crop of 17 authors for this year’s offering.”—Curve
Magazine

2010 Prism award winner
and ForeWord
Review Book of the Year
Award finalist Secrets
in the Stone
is “so powerfully [written] that the worlds of these three women
shimmer between reality and dreams…A strong, must read novel that
will linger in the minds of readers long after the last page is
turned.”—Just About Write

In Benjamin Franklin
Award finalist Desire
by Starlight “Radclyffe writes
romance with such heart and her down-to- earth characters not only
come to life but leap off the page until you feel like you know
them. What Jenna and Gard feel for each other is not only a spark
but an inferno and, as a reader, you will be washed away in this
tumultuous romance until you can do nothing but succumb to
it.”—Queer Magazine Online

Lambda Literary Award
winner Stolen Moments
“is a collection of steamy stories about women who just couldn’t
wait. It’s sex when desire overrides reason, and it’s incredibly
hot!”—On Our Backs

Lambda Literary Award
winner Distant Shores,
Silent Thunder “weaves an
intricate tapestry about passion and commitment between lovers. The
story explores the fragile nature of trust and the sanctuary
provided by loving relationships.”—Sapphic Reader

Lambda Literary Award
Finalist Justice Served
delivers a “crisply written, fast-paced story with twists and turns
and keeps us guessing until the final explosive
ending.”—Independent Gay Writer

Lambda Literary Award
finalist Turn Back Time “is filled
with wonderful love scenes, which are both tender and
hot.”—MegaScene
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Synopsis

Amidst war abroad and upheaval at home, Reese Conlon
and Tory King face their gravest challenge to their life
together.

In the continuing saga of the Provincetown Tales,
Reese Conlon's obligations to family and country are put to the
test as war engulfs the Middle East, while her partner Tory King
must come to terms with the true price of love. While friends and
family struggle with the fears and uncertainties of a world in
strife, the small seaside town becomes home to newly arrived art
gallery owner, Ricarda Grechi, a woman whose underworld family
connections make danger her constant companion. Life doesn't get
any safer when State Police Detective Carter Wayne takes a sudden
interest in Rica, but it does get more complicated.

When love, duty, honor, and family are in
conflict...four women and those who love them struggle to survive
the unforgiving storms of change.
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Chapter One

March 2003

Boston, Massachusetts

 


“I hope you’re not leaving the party yet,” Lorenzo
Brassi murmured, his eyes glittering dangerously as he gripped
Ricarda Pareto’s arm far harder than necessary. With a thin smile
that from a distance might have been mistaken as friendly, he
pulled her into one of the hallways leading off the grand central
foyer in her father’s Brookline mansion.

“Let me go, Enzo.” Rica kept her voice low and her
expression carefully blank, refusing to let him see the pain caused
by his fingers digging into the soft flesh above her elbow. She
needed to tilt her head only the slightest bit to look into his
flat, dark eyes, secretly pleased as she always was to remind him
by this gesture that he was only a few inches taller than her own
five-eight. Among the many men in her family, her cousin was one of
the shortest. The fact that her height bothered him made up for
her irritation when people thought them siblings on first
meeting because of their similar black hair and eyes and sculpted
Sicilian features. “I have an early appointment tomorrow for the
closing on the new house.”

“Ah, yes. Your little hideaway.” He leaned close,
his breath redolent of whiskey and cigars. “Do you really think you
can get away so easily?”

“A twenty-five-minute plane ride is hardly an
escape.” Rica knew he meant more than just her early departure from
her father’s birthday party, but she refused to give him the
satisfaction of explaining why she wanted to move to the small Cape
Cod village. She was aware of guests passing through the foyer only
yards away and did not want family business, or family tensions,
put on display. She tried to step around him but he blocked her
with his body. Her arm throbbed beneath his fingers.

“Don Pareto hasn’t opened the last of his
gifts,” Enzo said. “It’s fitting that you remain by his side until
the celebration is over.”

“My father and I don’t need you to mediate our
relationship,” Rica said sharply, wrenching her arm from his grasp,
not caring about the bruise that would result. When she heard
footsteps in the hallway behind her and realized someone, probably
one of the guards, was approaching, she smiled brightly and took
advantage of the opportunity to walk quickly away. As she heard
Enzo greet the newcomer, she hastened around another corner and
slid open the heavy walnut doors to her father’s study. As she
closed them behind her, she muttered vehemently, “Bastard.”

The study occupied the entire length of one wing and
was furnished with floor-to-ceiling bookshelves, heavy masculine
leather sofas and chairs, and thick Oriental carpets on the dark
wood floors. The only light at the moment came from a single
Tiffany lamp that stood on an antique table in front of wide French
windows. The view beyond was of the circular drive and fountain in
front of the mansion. At just after midnight on Saturday night,
with her father’s sixtieth birthday celebration in full swing, the
fountain was illuminated with spotlights, with sheets of sparkling
water cascading over carved marble statuary, and the drive was
filled with Bentleys, Mercedeses, and the occasional Lamborghini.
The muted lighting and the smell of rich leather and old books were
a soothing respite to the noise of the well-wishers, sycophants,
and enemies disguised as friends.

Rica leaned her head back against the door, her arms
behind her, both hands still clasping the doorknob, and closed her
eyes. How she hated these events, being forced to socialize with
her father’s business associates, most of whom looked at her as if
she were for sale—just another of her father’s objets d’art
on display for their entertainment. Of course, they never allowed
him to see their thinly veiled expressions of lust and
greed. It was even more trying to behave civilly toward Enzo. She
shivered, still feeling the steel of his fingers bite into her skin
and the proprietary way his eyes moved over her body as if she were
naked.

“Bastard,” Rica repeated.

“Forgive me,” someone said from the shadows at the
opposite end of the room. “I apologize, Ms. Pareto, for intruding
on your solitude.”

Rica flinched inwardly, but gave no outward sign of
alarm. She had been carefully schooled from childhood to keep her
emotions under check. She turned her head slowly, unsure whether
her unexpected company was male or female. The outline of a slender
figure in dark trousers and pale shirt did not immediately answer
the question for her. She was certain, however, that she had never
heard that voice before. She would have remembered the rich, silky
tones that rolled like honey over her skin. “What are you doing in
here?”

“One of your father’s…assistants…told me I could
make a private call in here,” the woman lied effortlessly. She
pocketed the wafer-thin listening device she had been about to
attach to the rear surface of Alfonse Pareto’s computer console,
where the electronic activity from the other equipment would help
conceal it during a cursory sweep of the room for bugs. She stepped
forward into the light and extended her hand. “Carter Wayne, Ms.
Pareto.”

“I’m afraid you were misinformed,” Rica said coolly
as she perfunctorily shook the surprisingly broad, smooth hand.
“This is my father’s private study.”

“Then I must apologize again.” Carter cursed
inwardly at the rotten timing. She’d been certain that all the
partygoers would be in the ballroom while Don Pareto
accepted their homage and their gifts.

Rica said nothing, hiding her suspicions as she
studied the stranger. A lifetime of growing up in her father’s
house had taught her that nothing was ever as it appeared on the
surface, and oftentimes those closest to you could do the most
harm. Up close it was evident that what she had taken for a slender
build was actually a sleekly muscular body, judging by the slight
pull of the dark charcoal trousers over taut thighs and the stretch
of pale linen over arms and shoulders too prominent to be
fashionably feminine. She did not see any evidence of a gun, and
she was good at recognizing the telltale bulge of a concealed
holster or the uneven weight of a revolver in a five-hundred-dollar
purse. Taking in the thick chestnut hair that fell almost
haphazardly to her collar and the calm, hazel eyes that gazed back
at her, apparently unperturbed by her perusal, Rica was quite
certain that she had never seen this woman before. This was not the
kind of woman that her father’s friends brought to social events,
which meant that she must be a business associate. And that was
unfortunate, because she was very attractive. “Did you finish your
call?”

“I did,” Carter lied again, indicating the cell
phone cradled in the palm of her left hand. Actually she’d been
about to call her contact to check the audio relay in the
microphone when Rica had surprised her by coming into the room. The
last time she’d seen the Pareto heiress, she’d been fending off the
advances of yet another guest. It wasn’t hard to understand why,
either. Rica elevated the little black dress that every beautiful
woman seemed to have in her closet for evening affairs such as this
far beyond the realm of haute couture. Thin black straps
barely broke the elegant lines of her toned shoulders, the neckline
slashed down between small, shapely breasts, and the rest of the
black silk sheath clung to lithe curves like rain streaming down a
windowpane. Small-boned but not delicate, her body beckoned the
sweep of a palm and the brush of lips. Realizing that Rica was
waiting for her to elaborate, Carter forced the image from her
mind. “I was just on my way out when you came in. I take it you
were trying to escape someone’s unwanted company, and now I’ve
foisted mine upon you.”

“Hardly escaping,” Rica said, moving a few feet away
to put distance between them. There was nothing threatening about
the stranger—in fact, just the opposite. Her quiet, intense gaze
and unusual directness were unexpectedly appealing. “Just looking
for a few minutes of peace and quiet.” She regarded Carter
thoughtfully. “What is it that you do for my father?”

Carter laughed. “What makes you think I do anything
at all for him? I could be someone’s date.”

“Somehow, I don’t think so.” Rica smiled, although
her eyes remained wary. “The men here tend to have women who look a
little…softer…than you on their arms. And that was meant as a
compliment, by the way.”

“Thank you. I’ll take it as such.” Carter was unable
to decide if Alfonse Pareto’s daughter was flirting with her or
not. Intelligence indicated she was a lesbian, but now was not the
time to overplay her interest, not when she’d been found in
slightly suspect circumstances. “You’re right, I’m here by
invitation of mutual associates. I’m an attorney, but most of my
dealings involve brokering imports for several large
companies.”

Drugs, Rica thought, surprised by the quick
surge of disappointment. Why should she care what Carter Wayne’s
particular illegal activity might be? She was part of the world
Rica inhabited by circumstances of birth, not choice, but a world
she understood well. Rica walked to the door, pulled it open, and
gestured to the hall. “You should return to the party.”

It was not a suggestion.

“Of course.” Carter stepped past her, careful that
their bodies did not touch. “It was a pleasure to meet you, Ms.
Pareto.”

Rica did not answer but watched until Carter had
disappeared before following her down the hall. When she reached
the foyer she turned in the opposite direction, away from the
revelry. She ignored the faint racing of her pulse as she collected
her coat and purse, nodded to the guard at the door, and left the
celebration behind. Carter Wayne was undeniably attractive, but
like almost everyone else in the house, she was not to be
trusted.

 


*

 


Two hours later, Carter completed a circuitous route
through the quiet Brookline streets and pulled her black Explorer
into the parking lot of one of the few convenience stores in the
neighborhood. She stopped next to a dark panel van and watched the
rearview mirror for a full minute to see if any vehicles followed
her into the lot. After checking out the few cars parked in the
well-lit area toward the front of the building, she was satisfied
that she had not been followed from Pareto’s. She got out and
rapped on the side of the van.

The door immediately slid open and she climbed
inside. Two men and one woman waited in the cramped quarters,
surrounded by electronic surveillance equipment. The older of the
men wore pressed chinos, a polo shirt with the Massachusetts State
Police logo on the breast pocket, and a thin headset coiled around
his neck.

“Since I’m not getting anything over the wire,” her
partner, Kevin Shaughnessy, said, “I’m guessing you didn’t get it
planted.”

“Ricarda Pareto walked in on me about two seconds
too soon,” Carter said, squatting down so her head wouldn’t bump
the ceiling. “That wasn’t the way we were supposed to meet.”

Marilyn Allen, a sharp-faced blonde wearing the
regulation FBI navy suit and a perpetual frown, grunted in
displeasure. “Jesus, it’s taken us six months to get you in there.
All we need now is for you to blow your cover. Or worse, Vincent
Rizzo’s.”

Carter bit back a sarcastic remark, refraining from
pointing out that none of the regional FBI agents, including Allen
and her partner Bill Toome, had the skill to work undercover, and
they never would have gotten this far inside without her.
Carter, like every other state and local law-enforcement agent,
believed that federal agents were nothing but glorified
accountants, good for gathering information but a liability in the
field. But it was the age of détente when everyone at least paid
lip service to working together, and she kept her opinions to
herself.

Kevin, in his usual implacable manner, ignored the
grumblings of Allen and Toome. “What about Rizzo? Is he holding up
all right?”

“He’s wasn’t happy about bringing me right inside
the family, but, considering his other choice is jail, he’s
managing.” Carter rubbed the back of her neck, belatedly realizing
that she was far more tense than she’d realized. Tonight had been
the first time that Rizzo, a trusted, high-ranking Pareto captain
and a very reluctant FBI informant, had actually tied himself to
her in public. He had introduced her as a business associate,
thereby guaranteeing her legitimacy in the eyes of the organized
crime members and sealing his own demise if her cover was ever
blown.

“That’s good, because he’s been acting a little
nervous,” Allen said with obvious relief. “We want to get him wired
before he panics. That will save us months of trying to infiltrate
the organization one operative at a time.”

“If you put a wire on him, you’re signing his death
warrant,” Carter said. “Sooner or later someone will pick up on it
and you’ll find him in pieces in the bay.”

“As long as it’s later, that might save the
taxpayers some money,” Toome, Allen’s fellow FBI agent,
muttered.

“Let’s call it a night,” Kevin said quickly. “We’ll
meet tomorrow morning with the whole team and go over what we’ve
got.” He glanced at Carter. “I think the daughter will be the key
to at least one big question—how Pareto’s hiding the money trail.
She’s perfectly situated to move big bucks through those art
galleries of hers. She’s got to know where it’s coming from.”

“And from what we’ve heard,” Allen said, not
bothering to hide the disdain in her voice, “you should be just her
type, Wayne.”

Carter stared at her. They hadn’t worked together
all that long, but Allen had taken an obvious and immediate dislike
to her and didn’t bother to hide it. Guess the FBI hasn’t heard
the directive on détente.

“Maybe it’s not such a bad thing she saw you
tonight,” Toome offered into the breach. “She might trust you
more—you know, since only the upper-level players got invited.”

“I guess we’ll find out,” Carter said as she pushed
the door open and stepped out into the dark. There was no point in
telling them that the one thing she had not seen in Ricarda
Pareto’s eyes had been trust. For an instant she’d thought she’d
detected appreciation, perhaps even a little bit of interest, but
that had quickly been eclipsed by suspicion. And oddly, something
that had resembled disappointment. It wasn’t at all what she had
expected from the woman who stood to inherit one of the largest
organized crime machines on the East Coast.

As Carter drove toward her apartment in Cambridge,
she contemplated the goal of the joint state police, DEA, and FBI
task force that she had been part of for almost a year—to shut down
one of the major drug portals on the Northeastern Seaboard. With
the amount of cocaine and heroin being run through the Port of
Boston, the Justice Department estimated that millions of dollars
were being laundered and carefully siphoned into the operations of
the Pareto family annually. Dozens of agents from almost as many
branches of law enforcement were working on the project—tracking
cargo ship and truck manifests, money trails, and street-level drug
distribution patterns. Her assignment was much more up close
and personal. She was going to have to seduce Ricarda Pareto, or at
least convince the crime boss’s daughter that that was her
intention. Having met Rica, Carter didn’t think that feigning
attraction to her would be too hard a task. What might be difficult
was remembering that it was all strictly an act.


Chapter Two

April 2003

Provincetown, Massachusetts

 


A chime sounded in the rear office of Beaux Arts
where Rica sat alone with an espresso and croissant, announcing
that someone had come into the gallery. Setting aside the pile of
invoices she’d been checking against the stock that had yet to be
displayed, she rose to greet the visitors. She’d been in her new
house in the west end of town only ten days, and the gallery had
been open for business for just a week, but she already felt more
comfortable than she ever had in the exclusive establishment she’d
run in SoHo for the last three years. She ran it, but it never felt
like hers. Not really. She chose the art, developed the client
list, courted the agents for the wealthiest buyers from coast to
coast, but her name wasn’t on the deed. The business had been a
gift from her father when she’d finished graduate school, and as
she’d learned over the years, every gift came with a price. There
had been the occasional piece that she would not have carried had
her father not requested it of her. A favor to an old
friend. She never recognized the artists, but she knew better
than to ask her father for information. At first, she’d been taken
aback at how quickly the vase or statue or painting would
sell—almost as if the buyer had been waiting for it to appear on
her shelf. As the pattern recurred, she’d stopped being
surprised.

“Hello?” a female voice called from the front of the
shop.

Rica shook her head impatiently as she pushed the
unsettling thoughts away, reminding herself that this place
was hers. She’d left the gallery in SoHo under the capable
direction of the assistant manager, a daughter of a friend of her
father’s. Rica hadn’t thought she’d like Angela Camara when Angie
had first come to work for her, expecting another pampered
offspring of another rich and powerful man, but she’d been
pleasantly surprised. Angie knew the market and was easy to work
with, and she had become more than an associate. She was Rica’s
best friend, and Rica already missed her.

“Sorry,” Rica said to the two women who stood in the
main gallery surveying the paintings that had arrived just the day
before. They looked like locals in casual jeans, boat shoes, and
T-shirts. The older woman, a blonde with a year-round tan and
piercing blue eyes, had liberal doses of paint splattered on her
clothes. “I’m still getting organized.”

The blonde turned from the canvas she’d been
studying and smiled. “I don’t envy you. I have a gallery about half
this size, and I know how time-consuming it is. You paint,
too?”

Rica shook her head. “I wish I did, but my talent
seems to be in selling them, not creating them. I’m Rica
Grechi.”

“I’m Kate,” the blonde said. “My place is just down
the street. K&J Gallery.”

“I know, I’ve been in it. I admire your work.”

Kate looked pleased and drew her companion forward.
“This is Caroline Clark, a good friend and a wonderful artist. I
have several of her paintings in my gallery.”

“Hello,” Rica said, taking the young woman’s hand.
Blond like Kate, she appeared to be in her early twenties, judging
by the bit of smooth abdomen revealed in the space between her
short T-shirt and skintight hip huggers and the row of piercings
along the curve of one ear.

“Hi,” Caroline said. “Great place.”

“Thanks. I take it you live here in town?”

Caroline nodded. “I’ll be here all summer, and then
I have one more year of school in Manhattan.”

“Caroline just returned from studying in Paris,”
Kate said proudly.

“Really?” Rica said with interest. She looked from
Kate to Caroline. “Are you two…related? Does painting run in the
family?”

“No,” Kate said, sliding her arm affectionately
around Caroline’s shoulders and giving her a hug. “Although I
certainly wouldn’t mind if she were mine.”

“Oh yeah,” Caroline said, grinning. “Like anyone
would trade Reese for me.”

“Who said anything about trading? My daughter, Reese
Conlon,” Kate said by way of explanation, “is a sheriff here in
town and—”

“Completely… awesome,” Caroline finished.

Rica laughed. Ordinarily, she didn’t find the
thought of anyone in law enforcement particularly appealing, but
Caroline’s obvious crush was endearing. She couldn’t remember ever
having had an innocent crush on a woman, even when she’d been
young. By the time she’d been old enough to recognize her interest
in women, she’d already lost her naïve faith in love. “I’ll have to
come down to the gallery and look at your works again.”

“Absolutely,” Kate said. “Actually, we stopped by
because I wanted to let you know that there’s a meeting of the
Provincetown Women’s Business Association tomorrow night. We’ll be
talking about advertising, fund-raising events, that sort of thing.
I thought since you’re new here you might not know about it.”

“Thanks,” Rica said, surprised by the absence of any
overt competition from another gallery owner. That was certainly a
refreshing change from what she was used to in New York. “I’ll be
there. Where and when?”

“Seven at Town Hall.” Kate gave a little jump and
looked down at the phone on her belt. “Oh, I’m sorry. I should get
this.” With an apologetic shrug she stepped outside.

“So how was Paris?” Rica asked Caroline.

“It was amazing,” Caroline said, her eyes lighting
up. “It’s so beautiful, and I learned so much.” She frowned. “I
missed my girlfriend like crazy, though. That was the only thing I
didn’t like about it.”

“Ah,” Rica said. “Is she an art student too?”

Caroline laughed. “Not hardly. She’s a cop here in
Provincetown. She works with Reese.”

Mentally Rica shook her head. Perhaps getting out
from under the watchful eye of law enforcement wasn’t going to be
as easy as she’d thought. Thankfully, no one here knew her, and
since she wasn’t using the family name, hopefully that would
continue.

Kate stuck her head back in the door. “That was
Reese. She’s got an emergency call and needs me to babysit.” She
waved. “I’ll see you at the meeting, Rica.”

“I should get going, too,” Caroline said. “See you
soon.”

Rica waved as both women hurried away. She turned in
a slow circle, taking in the bi-level gallery that took up most of
the ground floor of the building she’d purchased on Commercial
Street in the east end—the plain white walls, the counter with a
computer and credit card machine tucked into one corner, the
pedestals displaying sculptures and hand-blown glassware, and the
paintings spotlighted by recessed track lights. The gallery was
every bit as fashionable as the one in New York, but it lacked the
chic veneer that kept everyone at a safe distance. She had to be
careful not to forget that as simple as life here appeared,
accessibility would never be an option for her. The distance she
maintained was a matter of survival, and went far deeper than the
surface.

 


*

 


“Okay, champ,” Reese Conlon muttered, tugging cotton
play pants decorated with a menagerie of brightly colored animals
over the chubby legs of the wriggling, squealing child in her lap.
“Almost there. Just hold on for a sec—”

Regina Conlon King laughed joyfully and smacked her
mother in the face.

“Ow,” Reese exclaimed and then grinned as she saw
the nine-month-old studying her seriously, as if trying to
determine if what had transpired was a good or bad thing. “Nice
left hook.”

Seemingly reassured, Regina went back to wiggling.
Reese glanced over her shoulder as the door from the side deck
ajoining the driveway opened. When she saw Kate, she sighed in
relief and stood. “Help is on the way, Reggie. Hi, Mom.”

“Here, let me have her,” Kate said, holding out her
arms. “I thought you worked the night shift. Aren’t you supposed to
be off today?”

“I am. Well, I was,” Reese said, rubbing her face in
the hope that she’d wake up a little bit more. “I was going to
sleep until Tory went in to the clinic at two, but she got called
about some kid who swallowed her tooth about an hour ago. Then
Nelson phoned just now and wants to see me in the office right
away.”

Kate bounced her granddaughter on her hip as she
adroitly tucked in the baby’s T-shirt and closed the snaps on her
pants without looking. In the process, she regarded her own
daughter intently. She couldn’t be certain whether Reese was half
undressed after ending her shift or partially dressed and ready to
return to work, since she wore the dark green T-shirt that went
under her protective vest along with her uniform pants, and could
be headed in either direction. The pressed khaki uniform shirt was
draped over the back of a nearby couch. One thing she was
sure of was that Reese was tired. Her short black hair was wet from
a recent shower, but she was pale and shadows darkened the lids
beneath her vibrant deep blue eyes. Now that she looked closely,
Kate realized that while still muscular, Reese was thinner than
she’d ever seen her. Kate handed Reggie a plastic baby bottle of
apple juice and hiked her hip onto a stool in front of the
breakfast bar that divided the large living room from the
kitchen/dining area. “Is there something bothering you?”

Reese pulled on her shirt. “No, everything is fine.
Just a little tired.”

“Is Tory feeling all right?” Kate could think of
very few things that would distress her daughter enough to make her
lose sleep. Any problem that involved Reese’s partner or their
child was at the top of the list. Tory had had a very difficult
pregnancy and emergency cesarean section when Reggie was born, and
despite having returned to work in recent months, she was still not
totally recovered. And Kate knew that Reese worried.

“Working too hard, as always,” Reese muttered,
buttoning her shirt. “But she says she’s better and handling the
patient load okay.”

Kate laughed. “You believe her?”

Reese grinned. “She might be exaggerating a little
bit, but she’s keeping as regular hours as she can, and she’s
already got someone lined up for the summer. A woman from
Providence who wants to downsize her practice. Apparently she’s
thinking of relocating permanently.”

“Good,” Kate said. “The clinic is too busy during
the summer for Tory to handle it all by herself.”

“I expect KT would help out if things got rough,”
Reese commented, although she suspected that Tory’s ex-lover KT
O’Bannon, a trauma surgeon who worked in Boston and commuted to
Provincetown whenever she was free, would want to spend whatever
time she had with her new lover, Pia Torres. Although KT had spent
a few months the previous fall working with Tory in the clinic, it
wasn’t KT’s natural environment. According to everything Tory had
told her, and what she had observed herself, Reese knew that KT
thrived on the adrenaline rush of life-and-death emergency
surgery.

“The baby seems great.” Kate caught the juice bottle
as Reggie launched it into the air.

“She is. I think she’s ready to walk.” Reese opened
the hall closet and took down the lockbox where she kept her gun.
“And she’s got an amazing vocabulary already.”

Kate smiled indulgently as she listened to the baby
babble. There might be a few words in there, but she knew better
than to disavow her daughter’s enthusiasm. “Is it the war that has
you losing sleep?”

Reese grew very still for a moment, then removed her
service weapon, checked to see the chamber was empty, slid in the
clip, and settled it into the holster at her hip. She returned the
box to the top shelf and pinned her badge to her shirt pocket. Then
she turned and met her mother’s eyes, eyes that were the same shade
as her own. Despite the fact that she had inherited her black hair
from her father, she and her mother looked very much alike. And
even though she had spent her adolescence and young adulthood with
no contact with her mother, having been raised by her father to be
a career Marine and having spent much of her service time under his
command, her mother knew her far better than her father ever had.
Or perhaps in fairness to him, her mother knew what mattered to her
heart far more then General Conlon did, even now.

“I think about it.”

“It’s escalating, isn’t it?” Kate said quietly.

“Seems to be.” Reese turned her collar up and
threaded a black tie around her neck. She fashioned a small tight
knot and settled it against her collar with quick, precise
movements. “I don’t think anyone who knows anything about this kind
of engagement ever thought it would be over in a few weeks. The
Middle East isn’t all that much different than Southeast Asia.”

“Have you talked to your father?”

“Not since he was here last fall to tell me what a
great opportunity it would be for me if we went to war,” Reese said
bitterly. She had asked her father to attend her and Tory’s
wedding, but he’d refused. Even though he conveniently ignored that
she was a lesbian in terms of the potential effect on her career,
he would not recognize her relationship to Tory or their child.
Selective denial of what mattered most in her life. Reese shook her
head to dispel the anger. It was dangerous for her to go to work
with her mind anything less than clear, and she promised Tory every
day when they said goodbye that she would be careful.

“I love you,” Kate said gently.

Reese’s expression softened. “I know. Thanks.”

“Not necessary.” Kate nuzzled Reggie’s neck. “You
keep bringing wonderful things into my life.”

“Same here.” Reese bent down and kissed Reggie’s
cheek, then her mother’s. “Thanks for coming over on such short
notice.”

“I’ll take her home with me,” Kate said, “so either
you or Tory can pick her up, depending on which one of you finishes
first.”

“Thanks.”

“Be careful,” Kate called as Reese went out the
door. She waited a few more minutes, listening to the sound of
Reese’s Blazer revving in the driveway and then disappearing down
the highway. She hadn’t asked the question that she really wanted
answered, which was what Reese would do if the war dragged on and
her Marine unit was activated. She didn’t ask not because she
believed Reese didn’t have an answer, but because she wasn’t
certain she was ready to hear it.


Chapter Three

When Reese drove into the small parking lot behind
the single-story, sprawling wood building that housed the sheriff’s
department on Shank Painter Road, one squad car, a red Honda Civic,
and Sheriff Nelson Parker’s GMC Jimmy were parked in a neat row.
Otherwise it was empty. At one in the afternoon with still a few
weeks to go before the tourist season got into full swing, there
was unlikely to be much going on other than the daily fare of
fender benders, minor thefts, drunk and disorderlies, and domestic
disputes. They hadn’t yet signed on temporary seasonal help, and
only a few officers were on duty each shift.

Reese parked next to Nelson’s GMC and let herself in
to the main office area through the side door. Their dispatcher and
secretary, Gladys, was ensconced behind the array of computers and
radio equipment. The matronly, middle-aged woman in a neat
cranberry sweater set and dark slacks glanced her way with a look
of surprise.

“I thought you weren’t due back here until
tomorrow.”

“The chief called.”

“Hmph.” Gladys looked over her shoulder at the
closed door of Nelson’s office. “He’s been in there since I got
back from lunch.”

Reese didn’t ask what was going on, because if
Gladys knew, she would have told her. And her mild annoyance
indicated that she didn’t know. Gladys had worked in the
department for a lot of years and was an integral part of the team,
so whatever the chief was doing behind closed doors had to be
unusual. “You want to let him know I’m here?”

Gladys punched the intercom, waited a second, and
then said, “Reese is here.”

Through the static, a deep male voice rumbled,
“Send…in.”

Reese rapped on the door, then pushed it open and
stepped into Nelson Parker’s office. The chief, in his fifties with
a full head of dark hair laced with gray, a broad face ruddy from a
lifetime in the wind and sun, and a waist starting to show the
thickness of a few too many years at a desk, sat behind a plain
wooden one now on the far side of the room. His eyes were
intelligent and quick, and—at the moment—telegraphing a sense of
wariness and caution. A visitor occupied one of the two folding
metal chairs in front of Nelson’s desk, her body angled so that
Reese could only see part of her face.

“Chief,” Reese said, walking forward to stand behind
the empty seat. “You wanted to see me?”

“Take a seat, Reese,” Nelson said, tipping his head
toward the chair.

Reese obeyed the order although she would have
preferred to remain standing. She never liked to be in anything
less than a superior position when facing an unknown situation.
However, Nelson was in charge. As she sat, she got another quick
glimpse of the woman. Brown and hazel, five or six years younger
than Reese, dressed in civilian clothes—navy blue crewneck sweater,
jeans faded nearly white, and scuffed brown boots. A dark brown
leather jacket hung from the back of the wooden chair. Her face was
honed down and edgy. Reese had seen her before.

“This is Massachusetts State Trooper Carter Wayne,”
Nelson said. “Special investigator.”

“How’re you doing,” Reese said, extending her
hand.

“Not bad,” Carter said as she returned Reese’s
handshake. “Sorry to call you in.”

“No problem.” Reese regarded Carter thoughtfully,
picturing her getting out of a black SUV, a briefcase in her hand.
She’d been wearing the same leather jacket, dark trousers, and a
dark shirt. “The sign on that office you opened on Bradford says
you’re an attorney.”

Carter grinned. “You don’t miss much. I’ve only had
the office there a month or so and haven’t actually done much
business yet.” In fact, she hadn’t done any business, and probably
never would. As soon as the investigative unit had learned that
Rica had purchased a house in Provincetown, they’d worked out a
cover story to make use of vacation property Carter already owned.
Posing as an attorney in town would afford Carter a perfect
opportunity to make contact with the subject. Carter had waited for
Rica to get settled before putting in an appearance. “I really just
got moved in this past weekend. Surprised you noticed.”

“It’s not a very big town.” Unlike many local cops,
Reese wasn’t predisposed to disliking members of other law
enforcement agencies. She had spent almost her entire life within
the strict hierarchy of the military where the chain of command was
absolute. She issued orders that she expected to be obeyed without
question, and she followed orders from her superiors with the same
volition. The system would not work any other way, and in moments
of crisis when the difference between life and death was measured
in seconds, the system had to work. Still, she wasn’t naïve enough
to think that the agendas of other agencies would necessarily
benefit her community, so she waited for the state trooper to
answer her unspoken questions. What else are you and why are you
here?

“I am an attorney,” Carter said. “I got my
degree at night. Took me four years. I thought when I finished I’d
switch from law enforcement to practicing law, but”—she
shrugged—“it hasn’t happened.”

“I take it you’re here about more than opening a law
office.” Reese looked over at Nelson, whose expression was a mix of
concern and annoyance. “Something going on around here we should
know about?”

“I don’t know yet,” Carter said. “I thought I’d
check in with you. As a courtesy.”

“What would have been a courtesy,” Nelson said
gruffly, “is if someone had told us you were coming a few months
ago, and why.”

He was right, and Carter had argued from the
beginning that the local law enforcement people should be advised
of her presence, but the FBI had vetoed the request. She had agreed
in part with their objections, because the more people who knew who
she was and what she was doing, the greater the likelihood that her
cover would be compromised. On the other hand, Provincetown was
geographically isolated, perched as it was on a strip of sand three
miles wide on the very tip of Cape Cod. She had no immediate
backup, and even though she was used to working under deep cover,
it wouldn’t do the operation any good if she learned vital
information only to be taken out because she had no one to call in
an emergency. In the end, after much debate, her superiors and
Special Agent Allen had compromised. She spread her hands and told
them as much as she could. “I’m not sure anything is going on. I’m
here following a thin lead that may go nowhere. But it’s best I not
advertise what I’m doing. If anybody were to check, I am a duly
licensed attorney. I wouldn’t be the first to set up a satellite
office here, draw up a few contracts, and spend the rest of my time
enjoying the scenery.”

“That works fine as a cover for anyone who’s not
looking too closely.” Nelson slid open his desk drawer and fished
around for his roll of Tums. He tore off the silver foil, tossed
one in his mouth, and chewed it vigorously. “Now you want to tell
us why you’re really here?”

“We think some of the pleasure boats coming through
are carrying drugs. Probably picking them up out at sea and handing
them off when they come ashore. One link in the chain, all the way
up the coast from Miami.” It was the truth, but far from the whole
truth. Carter had found that the best way to preserve her cover and
her credibility was to tell the truth, but to only tell as much as
she needed to. The subterfuge with fellow law enforcement officers
bothered her, but her mission was primary. If the situations were
reversed, she had no doubt they’d do the same.

Reese contemplated the information. On the surface
it was feasible. Provincetown had a year-round population of only a
few thousand, and major crime was very unusual. Nevertheless, their
proximity to the Atlantic Ocean and the enormous number of wealthy
vacationers and part-time residents made the possibility of illegal
trafficking a worry. Four summers earlier, when she and Tory had
just met, there had been a major confrontation with the crew of a
vessel that had run aground while ferrying drugs. Nothing of that
scale had happened since, but drug-related problems on the entire
Cape were escalating.

“And how do you expect to identify the couriers?”
Reese asked.

“I’m hoping they’ll come to me,” Carter said, a
small smile softening the edges of her predatory expression for a
fleeting second. “Some distributors prefer to have an agent broker
their deals. It keeps them one step removed. That’s where I come
in.”

“You didn’t set up those kinds of connections
overnight,” Reese observed. There was more to this story than they
were getting.

Carter was impressed, but not surprised. She knew
who Reese Conlon was. Most state police officers did. Conlon had
made a name for herself when she’d risked her life to save a fellow
officer and got shot in the process. She’d solved some other
high-profile crimes but had steadfastly refused any kind of
promotion or transfer that would take her out of the small town.
“I’m inside a few places. I’ve been working at it for a while.”

Reese looked at Nelson and caught his barely
perceptible nod. They’d worked together long enough to almost read
one another’s minds. “Any major takedowns, we need to be involved.
If there’s a local distributor, we want the name. This is our town.
It’s our job to keep it clean.”

“Agreed,” Carter said. She didn’t actually
anticipate intercepting any of the drug shipments coming in on
private yachts and sailboats because her team wasn’t interested in
that level of distribution. They wanted a shot at Alfonse Pareto,
and they were hoping his daughter would give it to them. But that
was the vital piece of information she did not intend to share with
Nelson
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